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On March 23-24, the prime ministers of the 13 Caribbean Community (CARICOM) states met
in Dominica to discuss a series of regional integration issues, including proposals to strengthen
trade ties with Cuba. Traditionally, Cuba has maintained light trade with some of the Caribbean's
English-speaking nations, especially Jamaica and Grenada. In addition, Fidel Castro's government
has often provided economic cooperation and assistance programs to its neighbors, such as
sending doctors to help staff hospitals, building schools and other institutions at minimal cost to
governments, and granting scholarships to students from CARICOM nations. But last year, as
part of Cuba's effort to diversify trade relations, the Castro government formally requested that
CARICOM admit Cuba as an "observer" to that organization, a status currently enjoyed by some
other spanish-speaking Caribbean Basin countries, such as Venezuela and the Dominican Republic.
Allegedly under pressure from the US, CARICOM rejected Cuba's request, although it did agree to
form a Cuba-CARICOM "joint commission" to evaluate potential trade and economic cooperation
projects. At the most recent meeting of CARICOM prime ministers, the attending heads of state
discussed, for the first time, concrete proposals to increase commercial ties with Cuba. In fact, the
issue inspired impassioned appeals by some CARICOM leaders to reject foreign pressures and
improve relations with the Castro government. "It is time to let the US know that the Cold War is
over," said Dominica's Prime Minister Eugenia Charles, who called for complete normalization of
CARICOM's relations with Cuba. "I think the US must realize that we are independent countries,
and in the same way that they choose their friends we must be allowed to choose ours." According
to CARICOM's Secretary General, Edwin Carrington, although no concrete trade proposals were
approved, the prime ministers did agree to immediately convoke the joint commission established
last year. As a result, CARICOM officials will soon meet with Cuban representatives to set up the
first Cuba-CARICOM trade conference. (Sources: Inter Press Service, 03/12/93, 03/23/93, 03/24/93)
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